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Watanabe Kazan: An Artist and Political Hero
Assistant Professor and Art Department Chair, USA, Georgetown College Jean M. Ippolito

KAZAN AS AN ARTIST

Watanabe Kazan was both an artist and a politician. As an artist, he painted in a variety of styles but is
most well known for the realism in his portraiture.As a civil administrator, Kazan continues to be held in
high regard because of his wise decisions and pioneering spirit.

As an artist, Kazan is usually associated with the Nanga or literati school of painters, which is
appropriate not for his painting style but for his position as a scholar and official.

KAZAN AS A POLITICIAN

Watanabe Kazan lived in an exciting time in Japanese history. The Edo period was one of peace and prosperity for the people of
Japan. Along with prosperity came leisure, entertainment and the arts which flourished during Kazan's time.

One of the reasons for peace was the rigidity with which the Tokugawa government controlled all aspects of society by regulating
social codes according to the class structure.

As a civil administrator for the Tahara fief in Aichi province, Kazan gained more and more responsibility. As a representative of
Tahara, he traveled with the province's entourage to Edo each year. In Edo, Kazan had the opportunity to come into contact with
the proponents of rangaku as well as other members of the literati circles.

Kazan was appointed chief retainer of the Tahara fief in 1832. As chief retainer, Kazan's responsibilities included formulating
policies concerning the defense of Tahara's coastline and relief of famines affecting the region. Aa a preventative measure, Kazan
had grain storage houses built to store grain enough for the entire town. It was due to Kazan's foresight that the people of Tahara
avoided extreme hardship during the famine of Tenpo.

WHY IS KAZAN A HERO?

Watanabe Kazan was placed under house arrest at the fief of Tahara. While under house arrest, Kazan was not permitted to
communicate with his friends in Edo or sell paintings to supplement his family's income. The economy produced hard times,
however, and Kazan continued to paint. He predated his paintings to the time before his arrest in order to sell them. His painting
Peony became a very controversial one because it was produced under these circumstances.

When Kazan's overlord was accused of allowing a prisoner to live extravagantly, Kazan made the decision to commit suicide in
order to keep the blame for his misfortunes from falling on the shoulders of Tahara's good people. Kazan's last letter to his son
before his death explains these intentions. Kazan took his own life in 1841. The Tokugawa government continued to decay until, in
1868, the Meiji Emperor took the throne and a new period of open door policy, international exchange and rapid modernization
began.

Today, Tahara-cho in Aichi prefecture, is a city with a strong program of international exchange. The people of Tahara see Kazan
as a regional and national hero for the modest, self-sacrificing role he played in ending Japan's long period of isolation and
encouraging international study and exchange. Kazan continues to be honored for his contributions to politics, art, and culture, and
plays an important role in Japan's modern history.
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